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Fanny Swann popped the only red balloon, pretending that it was her father’s heart. And then, within a matter of minutes, her anger dissolved into tears. After slapping at the remaining balloons, Fanny turned toward her mother, wrapping herself around her, burying her face in her mother’s fancy dress.

“It’s because of me,” Fanny said between snifﬂes. “I know it’s because of me.”

“It’s not because of you,” Ellen Cross told her daughter. “Don’t think that for another second.” Ellen stroked Fanny’s hair, pulling her ﬁngers through it like a comb.

“I’m messing your dress,” Fanny said, stepping away from her mother and wiping her nose on her sleeve.

“Don’t worry about my dress.”

“When will he come back?” Fanny asked, almost whispering. She looked at her mother up and down while she waited for an answer.

Usually her mother’s long, thick, gray-streaked hair was drawn back into a ponytail that always managed to spill over her right shoulder and curve toward her neck. That night, Ellen’s hair was twisted with a tinsel garland and small red berries into an elegant bun.

“Does it look stupid? Does it look like a Danish pastry?” Ellen had asked Fanny as she worked on her hair in the bathroom only hours earlier.

“It looks beautiful,” Fanny had responded, her eyes frozen on her mother, mesmerized by her mother’s ability to create extraordinary effects out of things that were nothing very special on their own. The tinsel garland was just a scrap that had been lying on the stairs; the berries were from a scraggly bush in the backyard.

Ellen’s dress was satin. It was bloodred with ﬂecks of yellow and green worked into the fabric here and there. The blending of the colors reminded Fanny of an apple turning. Her shoes were red also, with straps that buckled and heels that clicked on the bathroom ﬂoor.

“You look gorgeous,” Fanny had said somewhat wistfully, as though she knew her mother’s beauty could rub off on her daughter only by magic. Something Fanny did not believe in, except in books. “And you smell nice, too. What is it?”

“Oh, I’m not really sure. A little of this, a little of that.”

“And add that to your already fragrant body odor,” Fanny had joked, “and there you are—a masterpiece.”

“You are the masterpiece. You are the perfect one.”

“Right,” Fanny had said sarcastically, jumping up to plant a kiss on her mother’s cheek.

Catching glimpses of herself in the bathroom mirror as she watched her mother conﬁrmed it all over again. Fanny looked a lot like her father. She often wondered why she had to resemble her father so strongly. Why not her mother? Fanny’s features were her father’s. They looked ﬁne on him—a sixty-year-old man. They didn’t on her—a twelve-year-old girl. Funny how a long nose with a bump, deep-set eyes, and a thickly furrowed brow can take on dramatically different qualities depending on whose face they happen to be part of.

Many of Fanny’s parents’ friends thought she was attractive. “You have a lovely Grecian proﬁle,” they’d comment. “Your eyes are so expressive, dear,” they’d say. “You look pretty tonight, Fanny,” they’d add. But all their ﬂattery seemed false to Fanny. What did they know anyway? Many of her parents’ friends were over ﬁfty.

At school, Fanny felt extremely average. She did not belong to the popular clique. No one asked her for beauty tips in the lavatory. No boy had ever called her on the phone. And no one ever commented on her appearance, except for Bruce Rankin, who once said that Fanny Swann had a nose that could cut cheese.

Average. If you said it long enough, it sounded as bad as it felt. Average, average, average.

The one time Fanny mentioned her concern about her “averageness” to her father, he bristled.

“You are not average,” Henry Swann stated, turning red. “It’s your young, garbled vision clouding things. Hopefully, you’ll outgrow it—your garbled vision. Then you’ll see how beautiful you really are.”

Her mother was more sympathetic, but just as blind.

Who’s the one with garbled vision? Fanny often asked herself.

While Ellen had tucked in a few uncooperative strands of hair, Fanny had slipped in front of her and faced the mirror square-on. She straightened her outﬁt. She was wearing black tights, a black turtleneck, black Converse All-Star high-tops, and an old, brown, stretched-out, V-neck sweater of her father’s, onto which she had randomly sewn dozens of buttons. The buttons were various sizes, shapes, and colors. I look like a clown, she thought. My mother is a goddess.

“Done!” Ellen had said, startling Fanny. She whirled about beneath the cool bathroom light like a dancer in a jewelry box.

Now they stood in the dining room, under the chandelier. Bright yellow balloons and green crepe-paper streamers hung down, moving slightly above their heads.

Ellen grabbed Fanny’s hands and squeezed them tightly. Then she laced their ﬁngers together. “I don’t know when he’ll be back. He didn’t say. When he called, he just told me he wasn’t coming to the party.”

Fanny waited for her mother to say more. Things Fanny wanted to hear. Things like, “But I’m sure he’ll be home soon,” or “Surprise! It’s just a joke—he’s hiding in the front hall closet,” or even something as simple and meaningless as “Don’t worry.”

But she didn’t. She swung her arms out, making a circle with Fanny. The balloons bobbled in the small wind, and Fanny could hear the tight rubbery sound they made. And she realized that if the evening had turned out the way it had been planned, she would be hearing the laughter and talking and singing of guests celebrating her father’s sixtieth birthday. By now, the room would be littered with crumpled paper napkins. Champagne glasses would be clinking. Half-eaten cocktail sandwiches and pieces of birthday cake would be sitting side by side on the huge pine table that had been pushed against the wall. Her father’s colleagues and family friends would be scattered about in knots throughout the house. Instead, the house was empty, except for Fanny and Ellen holding on to each other, forming a ring in the dark.

“What are we supposed to do now?” Fanny asked, already playing out options in her mind: wait by the phone, call the police, hop in the car and start looking.

Ellen sighed and looked upward as if the ceiling held an answer. “I have this uncontrollable urge to do something that would annoy the hell out of him,” she told Fanny. She puckered her lips and twisted her mouth into a funny shape. “I know,” she said, “let’s go to Burger King. I’m hungry, and I couldn’t bear to eat those sandwiches or that cake.”

“Burger King? Dressed like that?”

“I know, I know,” Ellen said, her eyebrows raised. “It’s the last place on earth I’d normally want to eat. And I wouldn’t dream of going in this. But this is not a normal night. And just think how aggravated your father would be if he knew.” Ellen squeezed her eyes shut for a long moment, and Fanny wondered if she were holding back tears.

“I’ll turn on the answering machine,” Fanny said. “And I’ll leave a note on the table.”

As she ran down the hallway to meet her mother at the front door, Fanny felt a burning in her stomach. She covered it up with her thick coat. She wound her scarf around and around her neck and pulled on her knitted wool cap and mittens.

Ellen jingled the car keys in one hand and smoothed her coat with the other. “Let’s go,” she said. “Let’s just see what happens.”

It was a dense, moist December evening. The sky was purplish gray, and light. Fanny knew it would snow. She could almost hear it.

Fanny’s ears were so sensitive that she had to have a fan running beside her bed every night, making white noise. If she didn’t, she couldn’t fall asleep. She’d hear the wooden ﬂoors creak, the refrigerator humming downstairs, the glass shrink and expand in the window frames. She could even hear the snow fall on the roof.

That night, there were many sounds. Small frozen puddles cracked under their feet, branches from the maple tree in the front yard scraped against the house, a dog howled in the distance, mufﬂed voices traveled up chimneys with smoke. Fanny wondered if her mother heard any of it.

But once Fanny was buckled in Ellen’s car, she became extremely focused; she didn’t even notice the rattling of the engine or the gentle hissing of the heater. She was anticipating what her mother might say. And she was wondering if she would tell her mother what had happened that morning.

Neither spoke. Fanny listened so closely to her mother’s breathing that she began breathing in the same rhythm. It was her mother’s deep yoga breathing. In—ﬁll your lungs completely. Hold it. Exhale entirely. Push out every drop of air with your belly button. She knew her mother was trying to relax.

The Burger King was about a mile and a half from their house, and by the time they pulled into a parking space enormous ﬂakes of snow were already twirling down.

Ellen rushed ahead to get inside where it was warm.

Fanny dawdled, watching snow land on her mittens and melt. “There’s something I should tell you,” she said softly. There, Fanny thought, I did it. She felt better having said even that much. But she also felt relieved that her mother was already opening the restaurant door and hadn’t responded. Fanny ran to catch up. The entranceway ﬂoor was slippery, and Fanny slid into a man who was coming toward her on his way out. She grabbed for her mother’s coat and held on to it as they walked to the counter.

Fanny wasn’t very hungry, so she only ordered french fries and hot chocolate. Ellen ordered a Whopper, onion rings, and coffee.

Without hesitating, Ellen chose a booth near the side door. “I feel greasy already,” she said. She took off her coat and plopped it down beside her. “And I feel perfectly out of place,” she added, lightly running her hand over her hair.

Fanny pulled off her scarf, cap, and mittens. She decided to keep her coat on. It was saffron yellow with a large tawny stain across the back and a fake leopard-skin collar. Fanny had bought the coat at an antique store near school with her own money. Eight dollars. Her father hated it; she loved it. She was glad that the stain hadn’t come out when Ellen had had it dry-cleaned. The stain looked like the head of a dog with pointy ears and its tongue hanging out. Fanny gathered the collar tighter around her neck. She breathed in its smell, and the fur tickled her nose.

“Well?” Ellen said.

Fanny dipped each end of a french fry into the pool of ketchup she’d made on a napkin. She bit off the ends, then dipped them into the ketchup again. After repeating the process several times, she was left pinching the tiniest piece between her ﬁngers. She popped it into her mouth.

“What’s the something?” Ellen asked.

“What?”

“You said, ‘There’s something I should tell you.’ What’s the something?” Steam rose from Ellen’s coffee. She leaned over the cup and blew to cool it off. She blew and sipped, blew and sipped, while she waited patiently for Fanny to reply.

“I didn’t think you heard me,” Fanny said into her fur collar.

“What is it, sweetie?”

Fanny began stacking her mother’s onion rings on a corner of the plastic serving tray. The tower rose—ﬁve, six, seven. And then it tilted. And then it toppled.

“You have to tell me, you know,” Ellen said, nudging an onion ring.

A single tear squiggled down Fanny’s hot cheek. “This morning,” she said, “I ran up to Dad to give him a big birthday hug ... and I was trying to be funny, I guess, or something stupid like that, and I said, ‘Happy Birthday, Gramps.’ I called him Gramps, Mom. And he hates me. And I know that’s why he didn’t come home for his party. ...” Tears streamed into Fanny’s hands. Her cheeks glistened. “I know that’s why he left. Everything’s my fault.”

“Oh, sweetie,” Ellen said. “That’s why you were worrying?”

Fanny nodded and licked a tear.

“Come here,” Ellen said, motioning with both hands. “Nothing’s your fault. It’s not like that at all. You could have called him Rip Van Winkle and it wouldn’t have mattered.”

There was a sudden burst of laughter from a nearby table. It made Fanny feel all the more regretful. She slid out of her side of the booth and joined her mother, scooching against her like she did when she was a baby.

“I know your father’s having a hard time turning sixty. Forty wasn’t tons of fun for me last year.” Ellen dried Fanny’s eyes with a napkin and draped her arm around Fanny’s shoulders.

“But you seemed okay. You didn’t do anything weird. Except eat half your cake. And devour cookies for two days straight.” A small chuckle got tangled with a sob and Fanny coughed, as if something were lodged in her throat.

“Listen,” Ellen said, “your father’s worried about a lot right now. Retirement, having enough artwork for the show in New York, his health. The whole idea of growing old is scary. And a big birthday is so symbolic.”

“What do you mean, his health?”

“I just mean he can’t run or play racquetball every day like he used to. His knees bother him. His shoulder bothers him. When he is painting, his eyes grow tired and his hand goes numb. I think he’s just concerned about ... oh, I don’t know, the future.” Ellen glanced at her watch and twisted the band; then she looked straight at Fanny. “He just couldn’t face having the party. And it’s got nothing to do with you. Say it. Say, ‘It’s got nothing to do with me.’”

“Mother.”

“Say it. It’s ... got ... nothing ...” Ellen prompted.

“It’s got nothing to do with me,” Fanny said weakly. A tightness squeezed her belly. “But is he okay? And where is he?”

“I think he’ll be ﬁne. It wouldn’t surprise me if he went to the cabin.” The bun of Ellen’s Whopper looked as if a mouse had nibbled its way around the edges. All of a sudden she took a big bite. After swallowing hard, she said, “This tastes awful. Maybe I’m coming down with a cold—it feels like my mouth is crammed with ﬂannel.”

They ate silently for a while, pressed together at the far end of the booth. And then they both played with their food. Ellen kept thumping what was left of her Whopper with her pinkie, and Fanny was forming people out of the french fries and onion rings. The onion rings were perfect heads and the fries were arms and legs. She used ketchup to make them anatomically correct.

“You’re sad and mad, aren’t you?” Fanny asked, squirting ketchup all over an onion ring/french fry man that was running away from two onion ring/french fry women. Her eyes drifted up to meet her mother’s.

Ellen nodded. “I’m kind of mad that I had to call everyone at the last minute and tell them that your father had the ﬂu. But mostly I’m just sad that he’s upset.” Her voice grew quiet. “I know your father’s difﬁcult at times. But I know he loves you. Sometimes people have problems of their own that don’t have anything to do with anyone else.”

Fanny bit her bottom lip until it hurt. “Can we go home?” she asked.

“We’d better. Before they kick us out for being overdressed and for making such a mess.”

“Maybe there’s a message on the machine.”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe he’s home.”

When Ellen didn’t reply, Fanny felt the sadness and anger all snarled up inside her more intensely than ever. Sad and mad, sad and mad, sad and mad, she said in her head like a chant as she cleaned off the table and dumped their garbage into a bin stamped THANK YOU.

The windows in the houses they passed on their way home were amber-colored and bright. Some of the houses were decorated on the outside with hundreds of small white lights strewn across shrubs and circling porch railings like stars. One had blinking lights framing the door like a chorus line of ﬁreﬂies. With the snow falling, the street looked as perfect as the toy village beneath the Christmas tree at Fanny’s house. When they drove by a house that was dark and seemingly empty, Fanny shivered. She hoped that when they pulled up in front of her own house it would be ablaze with lights, and that her father would be waiting—happy, talkative, and hungry for birthday cake.
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With only a few blocks to go before they reached home, Fanny played a game in her mind. If any of my father’s initials are on the license plate of the next car we pass, he’ll be home, she told herself. H. J. S.—Henry Joseph Swann. They drove by a sprawling brown Pontiac Catalina that was parked at a cockeyed angle and already collecting snow. Embossed in red on its license plate were the letters and numbers: KB 8207. “Damn,” Fanny said under her breath. She pursed her lips and gave it two more tries before giving up. One car that came toward them had an F on its license plate, and Fanny wished that she had included her own initials in the rules of her game.

The roads were growing slick. Fanny could feel the car slide and shimmy. She sucked on her mittens, and the taste and smell reminded her of the old wooden bin by the front door that held enough gloves, scarves, hats, and mittens for ﬁve families. When they rounded the corner onto Forest Way, Fanny’s street, the car ﬁshtailed ever so slightly.

“I hope he’s not driving,” Ellen said, pumping the brakes. Her gloved hands glided across the steering wheel expertly.

Forest Way and two other streets, Whistler’s Row and Lomond Place, formed a triangle. The streets created a border around a small tidy park. Young trees lined the park, and an assortment of squat bushes was clustered in each corner like groups of children. In the winter, the city parks and recreation department ﬂooded the green to make an ice-skating rink. A streetlamp stood tall at the far corner. It threw a perfect cone of light onto the rink, and because it was snowing the cone was speckled. Fanny would usually turn toward the park to see who, if anyone, was skating. But this night she craned her neck so that she’d see their house as soon as it came into view.

“Lights!” Fanny shouted, beating her wet mittens against her knees. “Yes!”

“But his car’s not here,” Ellen said calmly.

“It’s probably in the garage,” Fanny said. Her hand was already poised on the door handle, ready to pull it open the instant they reached the curb.

“Didn’t we leave those lights on?” Ellen asked.

“Nope,” Fanny answered, remembering how gloomy the house seemed when they had departed. “I turned on the porch light, but that’s all.” Excitement cracked her voice.

The house wasn’t aglow, but the tiny bulbs on the Christmas tree twinkled through the window. And there was enough illumination from the ﬂoor lamp by the couch to cast blurry-edged rectangles onto the front yard. They fanned out toward the street.

Before Ellen had turned off the engine, Fanny was out of the car. She ran up to the house as fast as she could. Plop, plop, plop. As her feet hit the ground, little explosions of snow shot up, leaving huge footprints on the sidewalk as if a clown had just tramped by. Fanny noticed other footprints—her father’s?—going to and from the porch, but she didn’t pay much attention to them. She was hypnotized by the lights. The familiar tweedy smell of her father was nearly all she could think about. She could almost feel his arms around her as he welcomed her home with a hug.

After fumbling for her key, which she kept on a lanyard around her neck, Fanny threw open the door and burst into the front hallway. “Dad!” she shouted. “Where are you?”

Silence ﬁlled the house, and Fanny knew immediately that her father was not at home. But he had been. He’d left the lights on. And he’d left gifts beneath the Christmas tree. Fanny glimpsed two small, wrapped boxes anchoring two monstrous, helium-ﬁlled balloons. Still, Fanny ran upstairs, checking every room to make sure. Not only could she smell her father, but she strongly sensed his presence. It was as if he had vanished mysteriously just seconds before she entered each room and a part of him still lingered. That eerie sensation heightened her disappointment. Then Fanny climbed up to the drafty attic that served as Henry’s studio. Of course, it was dark and empty. If I had lights inside of me instead of bones and muscles, she thought, they’d all be going out. When Fanny came back down to the living room, Ellen was crouching by the Christmas tree. Her coat lay in a heap beside her.

“He’s gone,” Fanny said. “Here and gone.”

“But he’s okay,” Ellen assured her. “He left a note. And he left these,” she added, nodding toward the presents.

“What does it say?” Fanny asked.

Ellen handed an opened envelope to Fanny. Fanny unfolded the paper inside and read the note. It was written in Henry’s elegant, slanted penmanship. It said:


Dear E. & F.,

I love you both more than ever. But I could not face a big party tonight. Please understand. I’ve gone to the cabin for the night. I just need to be alone. Traipsing through the woods by myself will do me good. Don’t worry about me. I’ll see you tomorrow night. We’ll have a great Christmas this year. I promise.

              Love,

                Henry/Dad

P.S. Open the presents right away!

 More to come!



“We should have stayed home,” Fanny said. “Then he’d still be here.”

“Don’t think like that. And no, he wouldn’t be—you know your father.”

No one spoke for a few minutes until Fanny asked, “Can we? Open them right away? The presents, I mean.”

“I guess,” Ellen said. “Yes.”

“You go ﬁrst,” Fanny said. “They’re pretty, aren’t they?”

“They really are.” Ellen picked up the smaller of the two presents. Her name was written on a tag. The box was wrapped in gold foil paper and tied with silver ribbon. An abundance of loops and curls spilled over the box. Ellen untied the ribbon, and the balloon that was attached ﬂoated up to the ceiling. “You know, it’s funny,” Ellen said, eyeing the box, turning it in her hand. “I spent all day decorating the house, and it looks okay. Nice. And your father probably spent ﬁve minutes on these boxes, and they look gorgeous. The paper’s perfect. The ribbon’s perfect. And his balloons are helium ﬁlled.” Ellen sighed and began unwrapping.

“It’s kind of weird opening presents from Dad on his birthday,” Fanny said as she watched her mother. Fanny took her coat, cap, scarf, and mittens off and used them as a cushion.

“Oh, boy,” Ellen said, bringing one hand up to her mouth. “It’s lovely. As always. Look.”

Ellen held out a handsome brooch for Fanny to see. It was triangular with a raised, lacy network of roots patterning its entire surface. The lines were graceful, and it gleamed when Ellen lifted it up against her dress. “I’ll bet Edward made it.”

Edward Parish was a colleague of Henry’s at the university. Edward taught metalsmithing. Henry taught drawing and painting.

“Let me put it on for you,” Fanny said. She leaned forward and pinned the brooch onto Ellen’s dress right where her heart would be. “It’s beautiful,” Fanny told her mother. She thought it made the gray streaks in her mother’s hair look
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